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Last year, at this service, I spoke of life-defining moments – those moments which impact your life forever. There are those events which happen in the public domain such as the Challenger incident, 9-11, and Kennedy’s death which affect our collective memory and connect us as a people. There are also those events which happen on a personal level – for me it is my marriage to Paul, the death of my dad, Andrew’s birth – all of which I recall with stunning clarity and have largely affected the person I am today. 

There is another life-defining event I want to speak of this evening; however, it is not one I knew about in the moment – it is one which has gained momentum over time – and now, 10 years after it happened, I can tell you it was life-altering. It was October 1996 and we were new to Spokane. Our path had not yet led us here to Temple Beth Shalom. I had newly started a job and our nephew was becoming a Bar Mitzva in New York. Picture moving to Spokane from New York 10 years ago with the Aryan Nations in the news often. For whatever reason, real or imagined, I was uncomfortable telling others I was going to a Bar Mitzva. I asked for time off from work to attend “a large family party and reunion.” It has always bothered me that I was uncomfortable telling others the truth of where I was going and what I was doing. It is not a moment I’m proud of; however, it has served an important purpose in my life. It is that singular event that made me resolve to be true to myself and my religion.
Through that experience, I believe I have come to understand in a more conscious way what I had often taken for granted – my Judaism. Over time, it has grown stronger in both my thinking and actions. It was that defining experience that led me to make a deliberate choice - to live a Jewish life and ultimately, to find my way here to Temple Beth Shalom and to all of you – my extended family.

For me, Judaism is filled with wisdom in its teachings, beauty in its rituals and a certain practicality that makes so much sense. It is about the choices I make and taking responsibility for those choices. And obviously, it is about community and family- a concept I will come back to later. As a matter of fact, while contemplating the question of what being Jewish means to me, I realized it is hard to separate Judaism and Temple Beth Shalom.  
What it means to be Jewish has been on my mind often through these last few months –with the situation in Israel, the tragedy in Seattle, looking toward this period of spiritual accounting and reading the book, I Am Jewish- Personal Reflections Inspired by Daniel Pearl. As you may recall Daniel Pearl was a journalist brutally murdered in Pakistan in 2002 whose final words were “I am Jewish.” The resulting book is a collection of thoughts from Jews throughout the world, all ages, and all walks of life. 
I asked you to share your thoughts about what being a Jew means to you. Everyone has been gracious enough to let me share those thoughts. In some cases, I have paraphrased what people said so I ask for pre-forgiveness if I haven’t spoken as eloquently or completely as each person’s own voice. From what they say, see what resonates with you. I hope this leads to lots of discussion among us. Each of us has a story to tell about what brought us to this place in our lives. While different paths may have brought us here, there are striking similarities and common themes in what binds us together.
Pam …… thinks that being a Jew means belonging to a way of life and a tradition that extends through the ages. It is a way of life that is pragmatic and realistic, yet spiritual, that has rules designed to teach us how to treat each other, how to live with each other and that gives meaning to the most mundane things we do. Even though she was not born Jewish, through Steve, Shayna and Josh, she feels the connection to the long line of ancestors. Being a Jew means being part of a people who have doggedly adhered to who they are, despite pressures and coercion and even now that “lines are being drawn in the sand” to stay strongly identified as a Jew.
Joe ….. reflects on Daniel Pearl’s last words of “I am Jewish” and thinks how that plaintive declaration pierces the heart and soul of every Jew and confirms the grim reminder that, while we share a rich history, traditions, culture, and a special relationship with G-d, we are different from all others and the reality of our existence has always contained an element of fear for our survival.
As with Pam and Joe, Louie ……expresses that being Jewish means being part of a great religious history. It also means being part of a great history that goes beyond religion and is still authentically Jewish. Whether reading a book by Philip Roth or watching a Marx brothers’ movie, he feels instantly connected to the Jewishness of the experience. Every time he hears a Jewish comedian, watches a Jewish athlete or listens to jazz or country music played by a Jewish musician, it reminds him that he is Jewish and connected to this same historical experience. Just as with the authors, singers, comedians and actors, being Jewish informs everything he does - even those things that on the surface don’t seem especially Jewish. 
Mick …..’s comments about why he is proud to be Jewish seem to dovetail with Louie’s thoughts. Mick speaks to being proud of his Jewish heritage because of the contributions to humanity in so many areas – religion, arts, science to name a few. He is proud of our acceptance of others and a desire to heal the world. As a Jew in Spokane, he felt somehow different from others but through study and experience, his pride in being Jewish has grown as he has grown.
In my article in the October VOICE, I share with you, in its entirety, a letter I received from Rachelle …… on her return from a summer program with Jews from around the world this past summer. For tonight, I’ll share just one part… These are Rachelle’s words, “One story in particular taught me something very important. Sasha is 17 and from a city outside of Warsaw, Poland. His city, like so many others, was once a large Jewish center, but after the war was very much destroyed. Now the Jewish community is rebuilding. Sasha told us about living as a teen in Poland, about experiencing anti-Semitism, and about his love of the summer program Szarvas. He told us of one of his biggest annoyances: When Israeli and American Jews come to Poland, they always ask, “Why do you stay here? Why do you live here where it is so hard to be Jewish?” Sasha stressed to us that he stays in Poland where he is needed. He doesn’t want to move to Israel or New York, places where being Jewish is easy, because for him a lot of his Jewish identity is defined by the sense of duty to his Jewish community in Poland. “I wish that when people come to see the camps that they would also come and see the Jewish culture that is still here in Poland and throughout Europe.” For him, 
Judaism is so much about life, just as much as it is about remembering the past. He taught me that the places where it is hardest to be Jewish are the places that need strong, educated Jews the most.
Anne ….. wrote of her journey to Judaism – she spoke of her struggle to find a place where she fit religiously – not having found that in her Catholic upbringing. For awhile she thought that organized religion was not for her – that spirituality was going to be an individual endeavor. After a few years of marriage, she realized she had overlooked something – she realized why organized religion was important and it was about community. For her, it is about a place to share life’s big joys and big sorrows. It is a place to share our struggles with life’s big questions within a spiritual framework. She feels blessed to have found Judaism where there is room for her questions. There is a focus on our actions here and now. There is accountability for what we do. Judaism makes sense to her. 
Gail ….. spoke to the notion of being Jewish means being part of a greater whole – a people and a community. She finds peace and comfort to know she is part of this whole. She speaks to the concept of tikun olam – a commitment to making the world a better place and as others mentioned – the freedom to make choices that she believes helps the world.
Davita …… speaks to being part of a community. This is a theme that repeated itself frequently. Doesn’t it sum up what many of us feel? I have often spoken of Temple Beth Shalom as a community … a family. What defines a family? The dictionary tells us that a family is a group of persons of common ancestry or regarded as deriving from common stock. A family is also defined as a group of people united by certain convictions or a common affiliation or those who share goals and values and have long-term commitments to one another. On a more personal level, we know a family is not necessarily defined by blood. A family supports and takes care of each other. A family holds each other’s best interests at heart. A family takes responsibility for the well-being of the other members. A family ensures its own survival – even including managing its budget. Even though family members may disagree and argue, they are fiercely protective of each other. They firmly believe there is more to gain from being bound to one another than not. Isn’t that what we do for each other at TBS? Jane Howard said, “Call it a clan, call it a network, call it a tribe, call it a family. Whatever you call it, whoever you are, you need one.”
As a family, we have rejoiced together at births, weddings and renewals of vows. There is no sight quite as wonderful as watching everyone’s face as our children become a Bar or Bat Mitzva. I wish you could see the joy from my vantage point on the bima. We have also grieved together at the funerals and memorial services of loved ones. Lloyd ….. shares his thoughts with us. He simply but eloquently states “For me, Judaism is having a community to share my life with; to laugh with, to cry with and to be with.” 
Tonight provides a good opportunity to honor our past, celebrate our present and begin to envision our future. As a matter of fact, it is TBS’s 40th birthday this year. Every so often it is important to reflect on the journey so far, celebrating every step we have taken, every rung on the ladder. Even those parts we would prefer to forget hold nuggets of gold – valuable lessons we can use to help us in the present – and in the creation of the future.
By shining a bright light on our past, we can illumine the future. Sometimes I walk down the halls of our building looking at the pictures on the wall. I am reminded of the scene from Dead Poets Society where John Keating played by Robin Williams has the students stand before a trophy case, looking intently at the photographs of students from years past. He asks his students to imagine the hopes and dreams reflected in their eyes, and inspires them with the words, “Carpe Diem” – “Seize the day” “Make your lives extraordinary”…pushing them to create all that is possible.
I’d like to ask anyone who is from a founding family of Temple Beth Shalom – a family that has been with this congregation since its inception in 1966 - and our past presidents to stand and be recognized. Thank you for having a vision of all we might become and for keeping Temple Beth Shalom a key member of your family.      
Our present provides us with much to celebrate. Our mission – to provide spiritual, educational, cultural and social opportunities for our membership in order to foster growth and perpetuate Jewish values and practices - is being lived on a daily basis. 
Look around and watch this … If you serve on any committee or volunteer at any event including these services, please stand. What does this tell you about the level of involvement here? I’d like the current board of trustees to remain standing for a moment so I that I can offer a special thanks to them for their commitment to TBS. There are those of you have joined TBS within the last few months. I suspect you will be actively engaged soon! And for those of you who may not be a member yet, please consider becoming a part of the family.
Just think for a moment about the wide variety of services we offer to meet the various needs of our congregants – everything from traditional Shabat and holiday services, to mini-minyan for the younger crowd, to special lay-led services based on different themes throughout the year to once a month early services followed by a potluck so that we have a chance to get to know the family better. There is an abundance of educational offerings for both our youth and adults through a program that has been recognized nationally. I know there are plans for this coming year which expand on what I have mentioned already. Our Kosher Dinner for the greater Spokane community, Action Auction, and retreats among other cultural and social activities provide significant experiences for us. All of this helps us to foster growth and perpetuate Jewish values and practices.
I also know there are certain realities which contribute to our ability (or inability) to meet what we say is our fundamental purpose. You previously were asked to consider your level of contribution to TBS. Many of you responded to the call. We can’t yet rest as there is still work to be done. I would ask that you once again consider your level of giving. According to the Talmud, once while Honi , the circle-maker, was walking down the road, he saw a man planting a carob tree. Honi asked, “How many years will it take for this tree to bear fruit” The man answered that it would take 70 years. Honi said, “Are you so healthy that you expect to live that long to enjoy its fruit?” The man answered, “I found a fruitful world, because my forebears planted for me. Thus I shall do for my children.”
Alex Haley, the author of Roots, said, “In every conceivable manner, the family is our link to our past and the bridge to our future.” We recently read Haftorah Re’eh. It includes a part that says, “The children of the nation are the builders of the future.” I’d like all the children here to stand. They are our future. What are their hopes and dreams? What stories do we want them to tell about us 40 years from now? Almost 6 years old, Zachary ….. said that being Jewish means he celebrates Chanukah and prays to G-d for joy and peace. His twin sister Emily believes that being Jewish is about G-d and being thankful for what G-d gives us and does for us. I believe it’s our responsibility to ensure that this strong sense of Judaism doesn’t waver over the years. I hope we, the TBS family, can continuously strive to create and sustain an environment where those feelings are fostered. I ask us all to consider what we want our Temple Beth Shalom family to look like and be like years hence.
While diverse paths may have led us here, truly there is much which links us together forever and we are stronger as a result. As John P. Kretzman and John L. McKnight said, “Every single person has capabilities, abilities and gifts. Living a good life depends on whether those capabilities can be used, abilities expressed and gifts given. If they are, the person will be valued, feel powerful and well-connected to the people around them. And the community around the person will be more powerful because of the contribution the person is making.”                                              

For now, from my family to you and yours and to all in the TBS family --- may you be inscribed and sealed for a year of happiness, good health and a life filled with peace.

G’mar Chatima Tova
Helene Paroff

President, Temple Beth Shalom

Spokane, Washington

Kol Nidrey 2006
PAGE  
4

